Introduction to the Authors, Narratives, and Audiences in Medieval Saints' Lives Special Collection Katharine Handel Independent scholar, GB handelkat@gmail.com Medieval hagiographical narratives were often used in the construction of identity, both institutional and individual, and also demonstrate the permeability of the supposed boundaries between communities such as Latinate and vernacular readers and religious and lay audiences. This introduction to the "Authors, Narratives, and Audiences in Medieval Saints' Lives" Special Collection provides a brief overview of the role of saints' lives in medieval literary culture and identifies some intersections between hagiographical writing and other areas of medieval life and literature.
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The composition of saints' lives in medieval literature was more than an act of devotion. As well as allowing their authors to explore, express, and celebrate their faith, writing about saints' lives provided opportunities to explore subjects such as the foundation myths of the religious communities that produced them, travel and exploration, and gender and sexuality. These narratives were often intricate and frequently political, as well as displaying sophisticated literary qualities. The contexts and languages in which saints' lives were produced and consumed offer a window into a complex literary world, weaving together elements of history, biography, and devotional literature, as well as incorporating other art forms such as music, art, and drama.
Although hagiographical writing begins with faith, it also has a political dimension. Michael Staunton's statement in his book on the twelfth-century lives of Thomas Becket that "to write about Thomas as a saint was…to advance an argument" (Staunton, 2001: 13) applies to hagiography as a whole: saints' lives could not only argue for the sanctity and relevance of the saint in question, but also implicitly for the importance of the author, their community, or their intended audience. The decision to write a narrative of a particular saint could reflect the self-image that an author or institution was hoping to portray. It could also offer an opportunity for institutions to draw attention to themselves at times when changing fashions, rival cults, and competition for patronage threatened to attract pilgrims and donors elsewhere. A saint's life could also address and critique the secular power structures that were constantly in tension with religious communities throughout the Middle Ages, acting as a reminder of the ultimate spiritual authority of the Christian church.
Saints' lives are found in manuscripts of all kinds, from the most everyday to elaborate and luxurious illustrated books. The environments in which they were consumed were equally varied: they could be read privately, in small groups, and also performed for larger audiences in both liturgical and secular settings, such as mealtime edification in monastic refectories, parts of religious services, and entertainment for lay visitors to religious communities. This is linked to the author's choice of language: the complex interplay of Latin and vernacular literary cultures 
